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Abstract
This essay examines the rôle of the Venetian state archives in fashioning historiographical trends 
and in shaping ideas of Venetian identity during the hundred years that followed the fall of the 
Napoleonic empire. I argue not only that the archives played a key part in the development of 
modern ‘scientific history’ , but also that the growing recognition of the importance of long 
engagement with archival sources was significant in obliging foreign scholars to reside in 
Venice, often ‘Venetianising’ them in the process. The archives also became a focus of Venetian 
patriotic pride, a depository of memory and myth, and a statement both of Venice’s former 
glories, and of the city’s modern significance to the historical profession. The essay then turns to 
questions of the periodisation of Venetian history, and rhythms of publication of historical texts. 
In particular it highlights the importance of Romanin’s Storia documentata in shaping both 
Venetian identity and dictating the path of later historiography, arguing that even those who 
eschewed engagement with archival research felt obliged for decades to engage with a book that 
put such research at the very centre of the writing of history and the construction of Venetian 
identity.
In 1913, the Italian Presidente del Consiglio, the progressive Giovanni Giolitti, in a speech to the 
Camera dei deputati, refused to open Italy’s archives for the period since 1815. Their closure was 
essential, he argued, in order not to destroy the ‘beautiful myths’ on which the new Italian state 
relied. It  would not be until the Fascists took power that policy was liberalised, and historians 
were permitted to do archival research on the Risorgimento.2 Giolitti, born in 1842, grew up  in 
an era when historians fetishised the archive as never before. And he recognised the 
fundamentally political nature not only of history, but of research. Of course, the past had always 
1  I am grateful to the Leverhulme Relating Identities network meeting at Santiago di Compostella (2009) which 
prompted me to read Henri Lefebvre’s work on rhythm. While this short, posthumous essay contains annoyingly 
cliché-ridden comments on Venice, the idea of interpreting the formation of archives, the historical research that is 
undertaken within them, and the publishing of historical texts in terms of rhythm was extremely important for this 
article. See Henri Lefebvre & Catherine Regulier-Lefebvre, Éléments de rythmanalyse: Introduction à la 
connaissance des rhythmes with a preface by René Lourau (Paris: Editions Syllepse, 1992).
2 Denis Mack Smith, “Documentary Falsification and Italian Biography”, in T.C.W. Blanning & David Cannadine 
(eds), History and Biography.. Essays in Honour of Derek Beales (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
173–87,180.
been employed for political reasons, to provide legitimacy for political action. But it was only in 
the nineteenth century  that what can, as a short hand, be called ‘Rankean’ models of archival 
research were seen as giving particular potency to history as a means not only  of controlling 
access to the past, but also of shaping memory for present and future political capital. In fairness, 
this had already been recognised in a pre-Rankean era. There is perhaps no better example of the 
understanding of the power vested in control of documents, than in Napoleon’s plan to create one 
gigantic archive in Paris for the whole continent.3  This project was not just a symptom of the 
Emperor’s megalomaniac ambitions to concentrate power in his capital or to possess himself of 
the spoils of conquest. Nor, if one wishes to view his project more charitably, was it merely a 
symptom of his desire to centralise and standardise, to rationalise and order. Instead, his 
grandiose plans reflected his awareness of the need to control and supervise historical research: 
possession of documents meant power over the ‘scientific’ access to the past.
 Within the process in which an archival and a ‘scientific’ approach to historical study 
became the key means of controlling and exploiting the past for political ends, the Venetian 
archives assumed a particular prominence. Napoleon had appropriated some key documents 
from Venice. These were then used by the former Napoleonic official, Pierre Daru, when 
researching his famous multi-volume history  of the city, to give legitimacy to what was perhaps 
the most important act of Napoleon’s early military  and political career: the destruction of 
Venetian independence. However, in 1814, control of the papers of the longest-lived republic in 
history came once again into the hands of the Austrians, who, on the back of Napoleonic 
aggression, had usurped that republic of its independence and empire. Strikingly – and perhaps 
surprisingly – the Habsburg authorities were remarkably open to research on the Serenissima, 
happy to exploit the past grandeur of the Republic as a means of cementing the Venetian 
provinces into the structure of the Austrian Empire.4 
3 The classic account of French archive policy under Napoleon remains, Henri Bordier, Les archives de la France. 
ou histoire des archives de l’Empire, des archives des Ministères, des Départements, des Communes, des Hôpitaux, 
des greffes, des notaires, etc, contenant l’inventaire d’une partie de ces dépôts (Paris: Dumoulin, 1855). For the 
accumulation of material from across Europe, see esp. 18–20. Also useful, especially on the activities of Napoleon’s 
head archivist, Pierre Claude François Danunou is Jennifer S. Milligan, “‘What is an archive?’ in the history of 
modern France”, in Antoinette Burton (ed.),  Archive stories. Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 159–83. For an interesting example of Napoleonic archival policy in operation, 
see Phillip Cuccia, “Controlling the archives: the requisition, removal, and return of the Vatican archives during the 
age of Napoleon”, Napoleonica. La Revue 17/2 (2013), 66–74.
4 See, for example, David Laven & Laura Parker, “Foreign rule? Transnational, national, and local perspectives on 
Venice and Venetia within the ‘multinational’ Empire”, Modern Italy  19/1 (2014), 5–19.
Daru, Sismondi, and the archive as depository of memory
From 1817 the archives of the Venetian Republic were transferred to the former Franciscan friary 
of Santa Maria Gloriosa, which had been suppressed under the Napoleonic Kingdom of Italy. 
The increasing readiness of the Habsburg authorities to grant scholars access to this amazing 
source dramatically  changed the way in which Venetian history was researched and written, and, 
by extension, the way  in which Venice’s past and present – so self-evidently  pivotal for Venetian 
identity  – were conceived.5 In the early  years of the Restoration, the scholarly  reader who sought 
some insight into Venetian history would have turned principally to two works: the multi-volume 
Histoire des républiques italiennes du moyen âge by the Italianised Swiss economist  and 
subsequent historian of France, Simonde de Sismondi, which appeared between 1809 and 1818, 
and the equally  vast Histoire de la République de Venise by Daru, first  published between 1819 
and 1822.6  Sismondi’s work relied entirely on published sources; that of Daru was 
overwhelmingly  dependent on secondary material supported by a few documents plundered or 
otherwise appropriated during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (including the famously 
forged Capitolari degli inquisitori di stato). 
Despite their paucity of primary  sources, these volumes cast a long shadow over the way 
in which Venice and the city’s inhabitants were imagined. This was not least because of their 
influence on literary texts as well as works of history: for example, Byron’s historical Venetian 
plays (for which he undertook a surprising degree of research), and Nievo’s Confessioni di un 
italiano drew heavily on Daru’s version of events.7 But by  the 1820s and 1830s both Sismondi 
and Daru were increasingly critiqued by men who based their arguments on documentary 
5  F. Cavazzana Romanelli & S.  Rossi Minutelli, ‘Archivi e biblioteche’ in Mario Isnenghi & Stuart Woolf (eds), 
Storia di Venezia. L’Ottocento e il Novecento (Rome: Treccani / Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 2002), vol. ii, 
1081–1122, 1090–92. On the Austrian removal of the archives to the Frari and the benign patronage of Francis I, see 
also Agostino Sagredo, “Dell’Archivio pubblico di Venezia e della scuola di paleografia: lettera... al prof. Francesco 
Bonaini”, in Archivio storico italiano,  n.s., 2/2 (1855), 173–192, 178 also published as a pamphlet (Florence: 
Cellini, 1856), 6. For a less positive assessment of the Habsburg administration of the archives see Ugo Tucci, 
“Ranke and the Venetian document market”, Syracuse University Library Associates Courier, 22/1 (1987), 27–38, 
28 & 37.
6  Pierre Antoine Noël Bruno Daru, Histoire de la Répblique de Venise (8 vols; Paris, Didot, 1819); Jean Charles 
Léonard Simonde de Sismondi, Histoire des Républiques Italiennes du Moyen Âge (Paris, H. Nicolle; Treutel & 
Württz, 1809–1818). Daru had started his research long before the collapse of the Napoleon imperial experiment.
7  This is the title by which the book is usually known today, it was originally published as Ippolito Nievo, 
Confessioni di un ottuagenario (Florence: Successori Le Monnier, 1867). On Byron’s uses of history see Carla 
Pomarè,  Byron and the discourses of History (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), and David Laven, “Lord Byron, Count 
Daru, and anglophone myths of Venice in the nineteenth century”, MDCCC ’Ottocento, 1/1 (2012), 5–32.
evidence from the Frari and smaller archives and libraries.8  Under the second Austrian 
domination (from 1814 to 1866), it  became not just possible but expected for historians of the 
Venetian Republic to conduct regular and systematic archival research in what was almost 
certainly the best ordered and most comprehensive archive in Europe, the laboratory for the new 
form of Rankean historiography.9 (It  should be remarked that Ranke himself was relatively lazy 
about using the Frari, often preferring as sources the documents he acquired through purchase, 
and the material held in the Biblioteca Marciana.10) The intensified use of Venice’s archives, and 
most especially  the Frari, can be seen as having two striking effects on the development of 
Venetian identity.11
First, the Frari became the depository of Venetian memory. As abate Giuseppe Cadorin, 
author of the essay on ‘Archivi pubblici e privati’ in the famous two volume Venezia e le sue 
lagune published on occasion of the 1847 meeting of the Italian Scientific Congress,12 remarked 
to the Ateneo Veneto 
... in questo luogo, fra que’ chiostri, fra que’ atri, in quelle stanze non è ancora tutta morta la regina 
dell’Adriatico, ma dorme a fianco del suo Leone, che nel quieto sonno sembra che ancora palpiti, 
ancora respiri. In quell’ammassamento di pergamente e di carta il suo spirito trovò asilo e pose in 
salvo come in isola fortificato il suo onore e la sua riputazione.13 
8 The first significant challenge to Daru came from Giannantonio Moschini,  who actually corresponded with Daru 
and persuaded him to make some corrections to later editions of his work. Margaret Plant, Venice. Fragile City, 
1797–1997 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 87–9. See also Gérard Luciani, “Un complément inédit à 
«L’Histoire de la République de Venise» de Daru: la correspondance de P.  Daru avec l’Abbé Moschini”, Revue des 
études italiennes, 6 (1959), 105–148. For further discussion of the critique of Daru, see below in this article.
9  On Ranke’s use of Venice, from 1828 to 1829, see, for example, John Pemble, Venice rediscovered (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1995), 73-4. While in Venice, Ranke also collected documents for his own private use. See Ugo Tucci, 
“Ranke and the Venetian document market”.
10Kasper Risbjerg Eskildsen, “Leopold Ranke’s archival turn: location and evidence in modern historiography”, 
Modern Intellectual History,  5/3 (2008), 425–53, 427; Ugo Tucci, “Ranke storico di Venezia” introduction to 
Leopold Ranke, Venezia nel cinquecento, (trans. Ingeborg Zapperi Walter; Rome: Treccani / Istituto della 
Enciclopedia Italiana, 1974), 1–69. 
11 The rôle of the Frari was pivotal in the development of nineteenth-century historiography not only because of the 
wealth of sources therein, but also because of their relative availability. ‘Without an independent government 
concerned to preserve its secrets, the Venetian archives were opened to the world at a time when virtually no other 
state archive in Europe permitted full access.’ Edward Muir, “Leopold von Ranke, his library, and the shaping of 
historical evidence”, Syracuse University Library Associates Courier, 22/1 (1987), 3–10, 7.
12  Giuseppe Cadorin, “Archivi pubblici e privati” in Giovanni Correr (ed.), Venezia e le sue lagune (Venice: 
Antonelli, 1847; 2 vols), ii/2, 3-75. Also reprinted as an extract as id., Degli archivi veneti generali. Estratti 
dall’opera Venezia e le sue lagune (Venice: Antonelli, 1847).
13 Giuseppe Cadorin, “I miei studi negli Archivi”,  Esercitazioni Scientifiche e Letterarie dell’Atteneo di Venezia, 5 
(1846), 268–5, 271.
... in that place, among those cloisters,  within those halls, in those room the queen of the Adriatic is 
not yet dead,  but sleeps besides her Lion, the heart still seems to beat,  still breathing in peaceful 
slumber. In this enormous quantity of parchments and papers, her spirit found its refuge,  and 
placed her honour and reputation unhurt as though on a fortified island.
Second, regardless of Venetians’ political allegiance, Venetian archives – private as well as state 
– became not simply the depository but also the guardian of Venice’s past, to be appealed to by 
the likes of conte Domenico Tiepolo when challenging the alleged calumnies and errors of Daru 
and his ilk.14 
After the revolution: research, residence, and discipline
Significantly, much the same sentiments as those expressed by Cadorin were uttered by 
Mutinelli, the pro-Austrian, director of the Archives in the aftermath of the 1848–9 revolutions 
(he had been appointed in February  1848). For Mutinelli – a conservative Catholic as well as 
austriacante – the buste contained in the ex-Frari convent were a synonym for the Republican 
past. Whenever Mutinelli wanted to stress the importance of the establishment he ran, he referred 
to the history  of the Republic: the superiority of the Venetian State (which he presented as the 
most developed in Europe) was now reflected in the superiority of his Archivio over all others of 
i ts kind. He repeats , for instance, ideas that Venice: ‘giganteggiava [ . . . ] 
splendidissima’ (‘dominated like a giant [...] resplendent’) when ‘le altre nazioni di Europa o 
erano ancora avvolte nel buio, o ben pigmee si trovano in di lei confronto’ (‘when the other 
nations of Europe were either enveloped in darkness, or mere pygmies in comparison’).15  This 
past superiority was now reflected in the European fame of his institution, and in the names of 
famous international scholars visiting its reading room. Significantly, he then attacked these 
same scholars for their duplicity, their arrogance, and above all the superficial and biased writing 
they  produced, ‘stealing’ and deforming Venetian memory. As Director of the Archives, he was 
14 In Cadorin’s piece for Venezia e le sue lagune he makes it quite clear that the role of the state archives is in large 
part ‘a chiarire ed a purgare la storia dagli errori decorsi’. He makes particular mention of a number of private 
archives, pointing to that of conte Alvise Tiepolo, and remarking ‘che era la delizia del benemeritato padre di lui 
conte Domenico, e che fu, diremo anche, lo scudo con cui seppe si valorosamente combattere le opinioni del Darù 
nella storia della repubblica veneziana.’ See Degli archivi veneti, 6 & 66. See also Domenico Tiepolo, Discorsi sulla 
storia veneta,  cioè rettificazioni di alcuni equivoci riscontrati nella Storia di Venezia del Sig.  Daru (2 vols; Udine: 
Mattiuzzi, 1828).
15  20 January 1851, Archivio di Stato, Pres. Luog. Busta 41. Cadorin’s comments are not dissimilar from those of 
Agostino Sagredo in his letter to Bonaini: ‘Voi conoscete l’Archivio di Venezia, e sapete che la potenza grande, la 
vita lunga di Venezia, lo rendono uno dei più importanti d’Europa.’ “Dell’Archivio pubblico di Venezia” (1856), 4.
the keeper of the reputation of the defunct Republic. Yet Mutinelli equally stressed the 
uniqueness of the Archivio di Stato as an element of pride for the Austrian authorities: he saw the 
good order and historical use of the Archive as a means of underpinning Habsburg dominance. 
Mutinelli, albeit by sleight of hand, thus annexed both the archives and the history of the 
Venetian republic – a model of ‘Ruhe und Ordnung’ – to the service of the imperial régime.
At the same time, archival research entailed a dramatically altered approach to the study of 
history. Henceforth, serious scholarship and archival scholarship increasingly  became one and 
the same. In the Venetian case this was typified by the ten volume Storia documentata di 
Venezia, written by the Triestine Jewish scholar, Samuele Romanin, and published between 1853 
and 1861.16 Serious historical writing was no longer something that could be produced at  pace. 
Instead it required long periods in the archives, gathering material: research was constrained by 
the calendar and hours of opening, even by the time taken to locate and bring documents to the 
reader. Although initially hampered by the sometimes obstructive behaviour of the local archival 
staff and the restrictions imposed by the Austrian authorities, the wealth of sources in the Frari 
meant that those who wanted to count themselves serious historians of the Republic were obliged 
to remain in Venice. So too were those foreign historians who, recognising the incredible 
resources offered by Venice, began to take advantage of them for research not only on matters 
Venetian, but  also for the history of other parts of Italy and Europe. Whether hired by their own 
governments, as in the cases of Armand Baschet and Rawdon Brown,17  or acting solely as 
independent scholars, as, for example, in the case of the Bohemian patriot, František Palacký, 
they  especially  exploited diplomatic correspondence and ambassadorial reports as a rich source 
of outside perspectives and as a means of filling in lacunae in their own national archives. 
Importantly, in making use of the Venetian sources to write national history, these men placed 
16  Samuele Romanin, Storia documentata di Venezia (Venice: P. Naratovich, 1853-61; 10 vols).  On Romanin, see 
especially Elsa Damien, “Narrating Venice in nineteenth-century Italy: the notions of municipal and national in 
Samuele Romanin’s Storia documentata di Venezia (1853–64)”, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 16/1 (2011),  19–
36. Not all historians of this era embraced the archives or the empirical rigour of Romanin: his work was in stark 
contrast to the other more-or-less coeval multi-volume but fundamentally unscholarly,  error-strewn,  and 
intellectually unambitious work of Giuseppe Cappelletti. Giuseppe Cappelletti, Storia della Repubblica di Venezia 
(13 vols; Venice: Antonelli, 1849–55).
17 Baschet opens his study of the Venetian archives with a paean to the Frari’s holdings: ‘La renommée et la richesse 
des archives d’État de l’ancienne république sérénissime de Venise m’étaient depuis longtemps connues et depuis 
longtemps aussi j’avais un vif désire de consulter les documents précieux qu’elles possèdent sur les choses 
politiques et intimes de l’ancienne France, lorsque je dus à une haute et bienveillante protection le privilège de 
devenir un de leurs visiteurs les plus assidus.’ M. Armand Baschet, Les Archives de la Sérénissime République de 
Venise (Paris and Venice: Amyot & Münster, 1857),  i–ii.. On Baschet see especially Charles Dufay,  Un érudit du 
XIXe siècle: Armand Baschet et son oeuvre (Orléans: Herluison, 1887). On Rawdon Brown see especially,  Ralph A. 
Griffiths & John Law (eds), Rawdon Brown and the Anglo-Venetian relationship (Stroud: Nonsuch, 2005).
Venice firmly at the centre of European and Mediterranean history: this assumption of an 
overwhelming significance within the historiography  of Europe had obvious consequences for 
Venetian sense of self, especially in the context of the repeated humiliations experienced by the 
city since the late eighteenth century. Yet – despite what some patriotic Venetians tried to argue – 
this centrality  did not derive necessarily  from Venice’s past importance, but simply  from the 
archive’s vast size and comprehensive nature, which both opened new possibilities and posed 
enormous challenges. These in turn required a new form of diligence, of regular application, of 
respect for a timetable of study. Some sense of this can be derived from the report  sent by 
Thomas Duffus Hardy, dated 30 November 1865, on the labours of Rawdon Brown, which he 
submitted to the Right Honourable Sir John Romilly, Master of the Rolls at the Public Record 
Office:
It is impossible to go over this establishment without being amazed, not only at its extent, but at 
the extraordinary order and neatness which prevail throughout the 300 rooms appropriated to the 
National Archives. Several of these rooms are of great extent,  and very lofty.  The smallest is much 
larger than a good-sized chamber in England. The documents are placed on shelves rising from the 
floor to the ceiling, occupying nearly 18,000 feet in clear run. In many of the rooms, the papers are 
arranged in double rows, and in each room there is a catalogue of the papers in the bundles, so that 
any particular document can be instantly produced.  No general catalogue of the whole Archives, 
however, has been compiled.18
Put at its simplest, the very magnitude of the fondi, coupled with the absence of comprehensive 
catalogues, demanded a new style of research. This had two consequences. First, I would argue, 
that it was in large part in Venice – and in the study of Venice – that history became a new 
discipline. Scholarly archival research certainly took place in many other archives and libraries, 
but rarely so concentratedly as in the Frari. The word ‘discipline’ is significant precisely because, 
in its new incarnation, history genuinely required discipline to deal with the sources. Second, the 
new pattern of research required residence, which in turn demanded engagement with the 
immediate physical and human surroundings of Venice, leading to an intimacy with the city  and 
its inhabitants. Let me give two examples of British scholars: Rawdon Brown and Horatio 
Brown. 
Rawdon Brown and Horatio Brown
18 Report to the Master of the Rolls on Documents in the Archives of Venice (1866),  3-41. URL: http://www.british-
history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=92693. Cadorin described the archives at the Frari as having 298 rooms, 97,438 
feet of shelving and over 12,000,000 volumes of documents. Degli archivi veneti, 6.
Rawdon Brown first  came to Venice on a rather whimsical pursuit of the tomb of Thomas de 
Mowbray, Duke of Norfolk, who had died in Venice in 1399: Brown’s initial (and successful) 
hunt was conducted energetically but unsystematically.19 Having determined to remain in Venice, 
his earliest piece of serious writing on the city’s past  was his Ragguagli sulla vita e sulle opera 
di Marino Sanuto (1837): in other words he produced a study of the life and work of an 
individual whose vast diaries had included ‘synopses of government documents, transcripts and 
summaries of private letters, accounts of debates and elections, notes on life in Venice, and 
reports on happenings from Persia to Greenland … aspects of a newsletter, a society column, a 
political digest and a stock report’.20  The Ragguagli was a scholarly  work, but not one that 
emerged from an entirely systematic engagement with the sources. This in turn reflected the 
encyclopædic but unsystematic approach of its subject. Rawdon Brown’s later researches for the 
Calendar of State Papers, based predominantly (but not exclusively) on the fondi held in the 
Frari, demanded a very different kind of disciplined study. In pursuing them, Brown became an 
obsessive and completely  regular user of the archive, the opening hours of which (despite his 
alleged propensity to secrete key documents in his satchel for more leisurely perusal at his home) 
shaped his historical writing. 
… day after day, year after year, the Vice-Librarian Lorenzi having regularly breakfasted with him, 
Rawdon Brown’s truly English head […] would be seen poring over some dull and dusty delicacy; 
and equally day after day and year after year, did this tall,  slim and well-knit figure, after his work 
was done appear on the Grand Canal rowing himself, gondolier fashion, to the Lido.21
While it is certainly not the case, as Robert Browning’s famous sonnet, written in November 
1883 misleadingly  suggested, that ‘Anglus Brown’ never returned to England – ‘“Bella Venezia, 
non ti lascio più!” / Nor did Brown ever leave her’ –, he did become completely steeped in 
Venice, and in many ways ‘Venetianised’.22
19  Sarah Quill, “Rawdon Brown and the ‘Mowbray Stone’”, in Ralph A. Giffiths & John E. Law, Rawdon Brown, 
99–110.
20 Robert Finlay, Politics in Renaissance Venice (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1980), 10.
21  Cited John Julius Norwich, Paradise of Cities.  Nineteenth-century Venice seen through foreign eyes (London: 
Viking, 2003), 108.
22 “A sonnet by Browning”, The Century Magazine, 27/4 (1884), 640.
Strikingly, an almost identical routine, of mornings spent in the archives and afternoons 
rowing to the Lido, was adopted by  Rawdon Brown’s successor as editor of the Calendar, 
Horatio Brown. (One key difference between the practices of the two Browns was that the later 
scholar was accompanied in his adventures on the lagoon by that essential accessory for the 
nineteenth-century British homosexual resident of Venice, a handsome gondolier.23) Horatio like 
Rawdon was transformed by regular rhythms of archival work from mere visitor, in pursuit of 
curiosities and an inexpensive place to live, into a master and guardian of the Venetian past, his 
transcription, selection, and publication giving their own structure to his scholarship. Yet we 
should not forget the rowing, or the daily  walk to the archives. Just  as in the sixteenth century 
Sanuto’s walk past his business concerns by the Rialto to attend daily  meetings of the maggior 
consiglio in the Palazzo ducale had helped his understanding of the life of his native city, so too 
the daily ‘su e zo per i ponti’ (‘up and down the bridges’) undertaken by those who use the 
archive fashions their understanding of the Venice. From the rhythms of their daily walks, the 
two Browns became experts on contemporary Venice and its inhabitants, something that is 
wonderfully  clear in the second edition of Horatio’s sympathetic and brilliant ethnographic study 
of the city and its inhabitants. Life on the lagoons famously ends, with a hymn to the modern 
Venetians (illustrated by a homoerotic photo of two handsome young boys bathing naked): 
It is the people and the place, the union and interpenetration of the two, the sea life of these dwellers 
in the city that is always ‘just putting out to sea’, which constitutes for many the peculiar and enduring 
charm of Venice. The people and the place so intimately intermingles through their long history, have 
grown into a single life charged with the richness of sea-nature and the warmth of human emotion. 
From both together escapes this essence or soul of Venice which we could clasp with all the ardour of 
a lover. Venice, her lagoons, her seafaring folk, become the object of a passionate idolatory which 
admits no other allegiance in the hearts that have known its power. To leave her is a sure regret; to 
return a certain joy.24
This is not to argue that Rawdon Brown or Horatio Brown were especially  pivotal in 
shaping British views of Venetian identity or, indeed, the fabric of the city. This was primarily 
23  Horatio Brown dedicated his charming ethnography of Venice to his Venetian lover. ‘To my gondolier Antonio 
Salin,  my constant companion in Venice and Venetia’, Horatio Brown, Life on the Lagoons (London: Kegan Paul 
Trench, 1884). As John Pemble comments in the ODNB, ‘Like many British expatriates in Italy, he (Horatio Brown] 
undoubtedly sought and found homosexual encounters. However, he was not by nature promiscuous, and he 
flinched from the unbridled sexual heresy of Symonds. He published a few mildly homoerotic poems in his 
collection Drift (1900); but thereafter made no further excursions into the territory of “pagan” literature.’ http://
www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/32111
24 Horatio Brown, Life on the Lagoons (London: Rivingtons, Percival, & Co., 1894), 296–7.
the work of three other visitors: Byron, Turner, and Ruskin. Byron: the reluctant tourist, who 
pursued the Venetian periphery  – the Lido, Brenta, San Lazzaro, the company of expatriates –, 
who, despite a propensity  for swimming in the Grand Canal, would not walk the city  for shame 
at his club foot, and who, popular myths notwithstanding, engaged little with Venetians except 
when paying for sex;25  Turner: the occasional and hurried visitor, who stayed too little to 
appreciate the city and its inhabitants;26 Ruskin: the obsessive visitor of sights, who loathed the 
locals, adored the Austrian artillery  officer who had bombarded them in 1849, and saw only 
structures of stone and brick, the work of long dead craftsmen.27 All three fashioned the Venice 
of the anglophone imagination to a vastly greater degree than either of the Browns, yet they 
never – not even Byron – entered into Venetian life. Is this why they so spectacularly distorted its 
past and its present? Rawdon and Horatio had to use the archives. Over the years their work 
came slowly to fashion the way anglophone scholars at least came to see the city: their research 
gradually chipped away at the mythologised Venice of Byron and Turner and Ruskin. Gradually 
serious historical research seeped into the wider consciousness: the archive came to challenge the 
artist’s studio and the poet’s bedroom as the way in which Venice was known by anglophones. 
But it was also the time that had to be spent in the archive that gave Rawdon and Horatio the 
time to take each day a sandalo through the canals and towards the then almost empty Lido, 
permitting them to reflect on the relationship between city and lagoon. In other words, sense of 
place began to play a part in writing of history.
Assembling the archive
Long residence and the routines required by  research brought understanding of modern Venice, 
just as much as archival diligence opened up its distinctive past, highlighting the special part 
played by Venice in Italian, European, and Mediterranean history. But if engagement with 
Venice’s past was dependent on the peculiar grandeur of its documentary heritage, the way in 
which that heritage had been assembled was equally important. As Rawdon Brown remarked:
The archives of Venice, as they are arranged at the present time, comprise the State Papers of 
every kind, legislative, judicial,  administrative, political, and diplomatic,  together with all other 
25 David Laven, “Lord Byron, Count Daru, and anglophone myths of Venice in the nineteenth century”. Id., “Sex, 
self-fashioning, and spelling: (auto) biographical distortion,  prostitution, and Byron’s Venetian residence” in Alan 
Rawes & Mirka Horová (eds) “Tears, and tortures,  and the touch of joy”: Byron in Italy, Litteraria Pragensia, 
23/46 (2013), 38–52.
26 Ian Warrell (ed.), Turner and Venice (London: Tate Publishing, 2003).
27  See especially Robert Hewison’s Ruskin on Venice. ‘The Paradise of Cities’ (London: Yale University Press, 
2010).
documents of public interest which have been collected since the fall of the ancient Republic. The 
accumulation of MSS. is prodigious; but vast as is the amount, it would have been greatly 
exceeded if fires and other casualties, which will be noticed presently, had not thinned the records 
of the Signory.
From a very remote period the whole course of the government had a tendency to multiply 
official documents; and an elaborate system of centralization exacted the most minute reports and 
the most frequent correspondence from all who were invested with delegated authority.  While the 
favourite of a despotic sovereign could, like Wolsey,  take upon himself the functions of several 
departments at once, and leave behind him comparatively few traces of his eccentric course, the 
Venetian official was obliged to report in writing every measure he took, every piece of 
intelligence he received; and, however great his capacity or his zeal, he could not encroach on the 
duties of a colleague or go one step beyond what was written.28
Cadorin had made almost exactly the same observations in his piece for Venezia e le sue lagune. 
What made the archive special was not just the sheer volume of manuscripts, but the regular 
patterns and channels by which documents had been assembled by the government of the 
Venetian Republic. At the very  beginning of his essay, Cadorin outlined how each magistracy 
kept its records, how state servants, magistrates, diplomats reported back according to 
regularised conventions at regular intervals, and how material was copied and retained. It was 
the distinctive nature of the aristocratic Venetian state and the devotion and attention to details of 
its employees that made the archives so wonderful a source for future generations of scholars. 
Yet at the same time, it was inevitable that over the centuries losses had taken place, that the 
process of acquisition, the internal order of archiving, had been disrupted by destruction and 
decay, by theft and misplacement. There was in this too a certain rhythmical quality: the slow 
deterioration of papers and parchments due to damp or mice, the gradual process by which 
occasionally a slack employee undermined the coherence of the millions of filze, contrasted with 
the sudden and dramatic loss of documents through fire or régime change.29  Indeed, the 
depredations brought about by the French assumed a double importance in the years after 1797. 
The fall of the Republic meant that  men lost  their jobs as archivists: ‘l’uomo espertissimo’ – the 
typical Venetian state employee who understood the structure of archives, who could actually 
28  ‘Preface’, Calendar of State Papers Relating to English Affairs in the Archives of Venice,  Volume 1: 1202–1509 
(1864), v-cviii. URL: http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=94076. [Consulted 9 October 2014.]
29  Even in 1866, the Austrians sought to retain certain documents. See the polemic of the Swiss scholar Victor 
Cérésole, La verité sur les déprédations dans les archives générales des Frari à Venise (Padua: Imprimerie du 
séminaire, 1866); Agostino Sagredo, “Spoliazioni austriache nella città di Venezia, [ed] elenco delle filze, volumi, 
codici, atti antichi, diplomatici ecc., ... prelevati e tolti in consegna dall'i.r.  Archivio generale di Venezia nei giorni 
22 e 23 lu. 1866,  per farne il trasporto a Vienna”, Archivio storico italiano, s. III, 4/2 (1866), 164–172; Antonio 
Berti, Nicola Rensovich, Lorenzo Seguso, Alessandro Pascolato, Nicolò Barozzi, Massimo Todesco, Delle 
depredazioni austriache negli Archivi di Venezia (Venice: Sonzogno, 1866).
retrieve information swiftly and efficiently  despite the relatively scant information contained on 
the outside of bundled documents or in catalogues – was often deprived of his position. 
Moreover, archives fell victim to re-ordering, dismemberment and wholesale looting. The 
acquisition of Venice by the Regno d’Italia in 1806 made matters worse. Not only did state 
archives suffer, but the 1810 closure of religious houses led to the dispersal of other valuable 
archival sources that had been carefully  assembled and preserved by the city’s monks and 
friars.30 Restored Austrian rule, and the concentration of the state archives in the Frari permitted 
‘dotti forestieri e nazionali amanti delle patrie antichità’ (‘erudite outsiders and nationals who 
love the past times of the patria’) to exploit them again: ‘e l’entrata nelle ore stabilite non viene 
ad alcuno interdetto’ (‘entrance during the appointed times is denied to no one’). Thus, while it 
had been the distinctive systems of collecting information centrally, the regularity of copying and 
collating that permitted the archives of the Republic to become the most comprehensive in 
Europe, it  was the concentration of sources and the regularity of the opening hours under the 
Austrian domination that enabled those with a fascination for Venice’s past to exploit this 
resource.31 The irony in this was that, in studying the glories of the former Republic, Venetians 
experienced a nostalgia for their independence, developed a stronger sense of historically-rooted 
common identity, started to question the legitimacy of Austrian rule, and, by extension, even 
looked to Italian nationhood as a more congenial arena for the enjoyment of venezianità.32 
Mutinelli, meanwhile, sought to get round this by  annexing the Venetian tradition to the values of 
Austrian rule.
Indeed, the fundamentally benign nature of Austrian rule notwithstanding, regular trips to 
the bountiful archive helped intensify love for the Venetian patria. Meanwhile, the ‘dotti 
forestieri’, rarely Italian non-veneti, but French, Swiss, British, German, Irish, Polish, Bohemian, 
Russian, Spanish, or Greek, whether rejecting the anti-Venetian myths of Daru or simply  using 
Venice’s wonderful diplomatic records to assist their writing of their own national histories, 
30 On the closure of religious houses in Venice see Ivana Pederzani, Un ministero per il culto. Giovanni Bovara e la 
riforma della chiesa in età napoleonica (Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2002), 297–303  and Bruno Bertoli, La soppressione 
di monasteri e conventi a Venezia dal 1797 al 1810 (Venice: Deputazione di storia patria per le Venezie, 2002) also 
published  in Archivio veneto, s. V 156 (2001), 93–148 e 157 (2001), 49–76.
31 Cadorin, Degli archivi veneti, 3–4. See also Sagredo, “Dell’Archivio Pubblico”, 4–7.
32 All these sentiments are to be found, for example, in conte Agostino Sagredo’s “Storia civile e politica” in Venezia 
e le sue lagune, i.
helped to undermine the common justification for foreign rule in Venice: namely that the 
Republic had been too decadent and corrupt to survive.33 
 The way in which documents were deposited in the archives of the former Republic both 
accounted for its sans pareil status, and dictated its future organisation. The organisation of the 
archive, its catalogues and its register in turn shaped the sort of research undertaken by  future 
scholars. One consequence of this was in the emphasis on the collective rather than the 
individual. Venetian history is not one studded with individual heroes, or even villains, but of the 
state, and by extension of Venetians collectively. As the anonymous reviewer of a variety  of 
works dealing with Doge Marin Falier wrote in the Edinburgh Review of 1906:
Perhaps in no State of importance equal to that of Venice are we left in such obscurity as to the 
personal details of great men; in no case would it be more difficult to write biographies of the 
leading statesmen and soldiers. Venice demanded and secured the effacement of the individual, 
and impressed upon its citizens, one and all, that the State was everything, the individual nothing. 
The consequence is that the life of a distinguished Venetian, in so far as we can recover it,  is little 
more than a bare record of the offices he filled; his policy, his ability,  his achievement are rarely 
associated with his own name, and are to be looked for,  not in the history of the man, but in the 
development of the State.34
Periodisation: stasis and the absence of the individual
The longevity of Venetian institutions in the five hundred years before 1797 – the slow pace of 
Venetian constitutional evolution – meant that Venetian history  was subjected to very different 
periodisation from that of other European states. The failure of any patrician family to establish 
dynastic rule and the relatively limited powers of the doge meant that, with few exceptions, 
Venetian chronology was rarely divided according to the reigns of heads of state as were the 
monarchies and principalities of Europe. Moreover, although the frontiers of Venetian territory 
expanded and contracted, the immunity  of the dominante itself to foreign attack, coupled with 
the patriciate’s monopoly of power, meant that Venice remained a remarkably stable point in the 
flux of Italian and European history. Thus, while expert historians of Venice certainly  noted the 
33 On the presence of foreigners in the archives see Sala di Studio: Registri di Consegna, 1852–69, Archivio di Stato, 
Venice, and Bartolomeo Cecchetti & Teodoro Toderini,  L’Archivio di Stato di Venezia nel decennio 1866-1875 
(Venice: Pietro Naratovich, 1876), 84–131. These pages provide a far from accurate list of those using the archive 
between 1812 and 1875.
34 Edinburgh Review, or Critical Journal, 204/417 (July 1906), 221–38.
evolution of the Republic’s executive, legislative and judicial organs, in more general works the 
structure of the Serenissima was portrayed as virtually immutable, at least during the centuries 
that followed the serrata of 1297. 
 To many historians, Venice remained not only distinctive but peculiarly anachronistic. In 
Sismondi’s study of the mediæval Italian republics, the history of Venice continues until 1797. 
Similarly  Henry Hallam, in his highly successful and durable View of the State of Europe during 
the Middle Ages of 1818, never strayed beyond the fifteenth century, except when dealing with 
Venice: Hallam not only attacked the Republic’s constitution, and lambasted the Venetians for 
cowardice and inept statesmanship, but also accepted that this was the cause of the city’s 
occupation by ‘insolent German soldiery’.35  That Hallam felt  it  appropriate to comment on 
contemporary  Venice was because, like Sismondi, he essentially saw the city’s history as a 
continuation of the middle ages. This perception increasingly antagonised Venetian historians, 
who saw outsiders as portraying the city itself as living in an undifferentiated past. Thus, for 
example, Pompeo Molmenti, who in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was an 
outspoken opponent of modernisation and industrialisation, bitterly  attacked the romanticised 
historicisation of Venice, objecting not only  to those who depicted the Republic as sinister or 
tyrannical, but  also (and perhaps especially) to those who made no distinction between different 
eras. Molmenti gave as an example artists (and he clearly had famous Byronic canvases by 
Hayez and Delacroix in his sights) who painted the body of the executed Marino Faliero at the 
foot of Antonio Rizzo’s staircase, which was not constructed until a century after the doge was 
beheaded. Romantic interest in dramatic incident, set against a generic, undifferentiated past was 
particularly marked in the artistic treatment of Venice, if certainly not unique to the city. For 
Molmenti such cavalier historical inaccuracy was particularly pernicious because closely 
associated with the romanticised dark myth of a city ‘... popolata da sicarî, da bravi, da carnefici, 
con gli oscuri canali, solcati da funebri gondole, che rapiscono bianche fanciulle svenute, o 
trasportano l’oribile pondo di uomini assassinati’ (‘... populated with hired assassins, bravoes, 
executioners, with dark canals, filled with funereal gondolas, that kidnap pallid, fainting 
maidens, or transport horrible burdens of murdered men’).36 The unchanging, sinister city of the 
popular imagination, the city of the painter and the poet, and of the lazily-researched text book 
35 Henry Hallam, View of the State of Europe during the Middle Ages (London: John Murray, 1872; 3 vols), i, 463.
36 Pompeo Molmenti, Venezia, vol.3 of Italia artistica in the Collezione di monografie illustrate (Bergamo: Istituto 
Italiano d’Arti Grafiche, 1905), 116-17.
were increasingly contrasted with a better-informed historiography (which recognised the 
Venetian state as constantly  evolving and reforming), and with descriptions of a dynamic, 
modernising city, inhabited by a picturesque but varied modern populace.37
 Molmenti’s disdain for romanticised and ill-researched histories, and for authors and 
artists who subscribed to myths that should have died with the publication of Samuele 
Romanin’s major work if not before, shows the persistance of certain views of Venetian history 
long after they had been refuted by  serious scholars. Nevertheless, there are general trends that 
can be determined, especially among those who studied Venice carefully, reflecting the rhythms 
and pace of historical publications, and how these gradually eroded some of the more lurid 
myths about the Republic, and those who still lived in its former capital. Obviously  there are a 
great many factors that can determine how much was published and when, and what impact it 
had. Variables affecting the production of works of histories of Venice might include anything 
from changing literacy rates to censorship, from the price of paper to the impact of new printing 
technologies, from the numbers of tourists visiting the city  wanting to inform themselves about 
its past to the personal circumstances and whims of individual scholars.38 
 Nevertheless, certain periods saw accelerated production of historical works. Moreover, 
the simple fact that authors published on Venetian topics with increasing regularity seems to 
have had an impact on the way in which ‘Venetianness’ was conceptualised. For example, one 
way of periodising the way in which nineteenth-century  British historians and commentators 
viewed Venetian history, and in particular their discussion of the character of Venetians, is to 
divide their writings into three phases reflecting political developments: namely, before 1848 
when the Republic was seen as the victim of the Venetians’ own decadence, and modern 
Venetians were themselves to blame for foreign domination; 1848–66 when the impact of 
revolution and unification was seen as having redeemed Venetians, permitting a more 
37 The tendency of even good scholars to display a shocking ignorance of and to trade in clichés regarding modern 
Venetian history remains strangely rampant. For two recent examples, see the embarrassing post renaissance 
chapters of Thomas Madden, Venice. A new history (London: Viking,  2012), and the bizarre later sections of Joanne 
M. Ferraro’s otherwise outstanding Venice. History of a floating city (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012). 
38  For a brilliant exposition of the different forces that influenced patterns of publication and readership in 
nineteenth-century England, see William St Clair,  The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
sympathetic treatment of their past (except in the case of Ruskin);39  and the period after 
unification, when this sympathetic treatment was bracketed onto an increasingly sentimental 
attachment to the modern Venetian population. Despite a clear desire to locate Venice within a 
wider, patriotic narrative of italianità, British historians in this final period also began to place 
considerably more emphasis on the distinctiveness of Venice both past and present. 
Rhythms of publication (and the triumph of ‘documented history’)
Here I want to examine another way  of viewing the writing of histories of Venice, namely to see 
them principally in terms of responses to paradigmatic texts, which shaped the way  the city was 
imagined and described by a whole generation of historians. The two most obvious candidates 
for consideration in this way are the works of Daru and Romanin, both of which I have already 
mentioned, and both of which seem to have created their own rhythm of responses, both positive 
and negative. Daru, of course, was long cited as the only comprehensive account of the entire 
span of the Republic’s existence. Yet he was also attacked, most notably  by the Venetian 
nobleman Domenico Tiepolo (to some of whose criticisms he responded in later editions),40 and 
by the Italian translator of the Histoire de Venise, the Lombard Aurelio Bianchi Giovini.41 By 
1842, the first edition of Murray’s Handbook for Travellers in Northern Italy saw fit to warn 
that:
39  For Ruskin’s savage attack on Venetians after the revolution, see his letter to the Rev.William Brown: ‘[…] a 
people naturally the sweetest – the kindest – the loveliest – the most thoughtful – the most mighty on earth – a 
people of fancy – and fire – and affection – capable of all things – high couraged – high hearted – industrious – 
enduring – enthusiastic – devotional – a people living in a country full of all manner of natural blessings – a people 
now slothful – ignorant – incapable of such a thing as Truth or Honesty – Blasphemous – Murderous – Sensual – 
Cowardly – A people governed by another, which they hate merely because they are governed by them – Governed 
severely because they can be no otherwise governed.’  See Jeanne Clegg, Ruskin and Venice (London: Junction 
Books, 1981), 83.
40 Tiepolo, Discorsi. 
41  Aurelio Bianchi-Giovini translation of Daru, Storia della Repubblica di Venezia (11 vols; Capolago Tipografia 
Elvetica, 1832–4). Elsewhere he wrote,  ‘La Storia della Repubblica di Venezia di Pietro Daru è sicuramente 
pregevole per molti lati, ma l’autore, cortegiano di Napoleone, avendola scritta col proposito di scemare in parte 
l’infamia del tiranno delle nazioni che mercantava i popoli come se fosse gregge di bestiame, pose a contribuzione 
la vasta sua erudizione storica, e torturò il suo non piccolo ingegno per appresentare la repubblica veneta sotto i più 
odiosi colori.’ In difesa di Carlo Botta.  Raggionamento di A.B.G (Capolago: Tipografia Elvetica, 1833), 14–15. The 
best brief account of the debates surrounding Venetian historiography in this period is Claudio Povolo ‘The creation 
of Venetian historiography’ in John Jeffries Martin & Denis Romano, Venice Reconsidered: The History and 
Civilization of an Italian City-State, 1297–1797 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 491–519. 
For the hostile reception of Daru’s work in Venice, see 497–99.
Daru’s history is very interesting and clear, but must be read with caution, for it was written with 
the feeling of placing the extinct republic in an unfavourable light, and thus satisfying the faithless 
conduct of Napoleon in subverting it, and delivering it over to Austria.42
But for all the criticism of Daru – some of it  quite unfair –, his work long remained the key 
reference point for anyone writing on the city. Moreover, even those who actively rejected his 
thesis about the corruption of the Venetian state, in a sense entrenched his status as the historian 
of Venice through their engagement with his views. Until the 1850s, Daru was the great authority 
to whom all had to turn. 
 The publication of Romanin’s volumes – a history that very  clearly trumpeted its 
meticulous engagement with archival sources – meant that Daru was quite rapidly relegated to 
little more than a historiographer’s footnote. Henceforth, Napoleon’s servant was often 
caricatured as the author of a series of calumnies designed simply  to legitimate the events of 
1797. In its dependence on the Frenchman, Nievo’s Confessioni di un italiano, albeit a novel 
rather than a piece of scholarship, published in 1867 would appear to buck this trend. But it is 
important to remember that this work was published posthumously. Nievo wrote the Confessioni 
in 1857–8 and died in 1861, just before Romanin’s tenth and final volume – the only  one 
relevant to the novel’s narrative span – became available. 
 A key text does not render earlier works entirely  redundant or stop  people from reading 
them. For example, Alethea Weil, in her 1894 volume on Venice in Fisher Unwin’s, The Story of 
the Nations series, described Romanin’s work as her ‘chief source whence I have derived most of 
the information in this volume, though Daru and other writers have helped beside [...]’). Yet it is 
surely significant that no further editions of Daru’s Histoire were published after the 1853, nine 
volume, French edition, with the exception of the German translation by  Theodor Ruprecht, 
which appeared in two volumes in 1859.43 While some of the more contentious aspects of Daru 
continued to generate discussion, the framework for the new historiography  of Venice was now 
42  Francis Palgrave, Hand-Book for Travellers in Northern Italy: states of Sardinia, Lombardy and Venice, Parma 
and Piacenza, Modena, Lucca, Massa-Carrara, and Tuscany, as far as the Val d’Arno (London: John Murray, 
1842). See also Handbook for travellers in Northern Italy comprising Piedmont, Liguria, Lombardy, Venetia, 
Parma, Modena and Romagna (London: John Murray, ninth edition, 1863), xx. 
43  Pierre Daru, Histoire de Venise (Paris: F. Didot, 1853; 9 vols); Geschichte der Republik Venedig (Leipzig: O. 
Wigand, 1859; 2 vols). No new edition was published in the twentieth century. It would only be reissued in the 
twenty-first, in a version edited by Alessandro Fontana and Xavier Tabet (Paris: R. Laffont, 2004; 2 vols).
provided by  Romanin, whose scholarship  was defined above all else by its fundamental 
emphasis on the archives. Romanin’s work would remain relatively unchallenged for decades. 
Paradoxically, Romanin’s very  emphasis on the archives, and the fact that his was ‘una storia 
documentata’ – a documented history  – to a degree obviated the necessity  of many more general 
historians from making use the Archivio di Stato, since they could rely instead on regurgitating 
both the judgements and details offered by  the Venice’s greatest historian. Even Heinrich von 
Kretschmayr’s three volume, comprehensive study, published between 1905 and 1934,44 failed to 
offer a significant challenge to the primacy of Romanin, although this was in large part  because 
it was neglected by italophone historians, and by their anglophone colleagues, on account of 
their inability or reluctance to read German.45 
 The publication of Romanin, supported by other scholarly  general histories – for 
example, Eugenio Musatti’s two volume Storia di Venezia – not only  laid to rest once and for all 
the old myths surrounding the Venetian Republic, but triggered historiographic debates through 
which modern Venetians defined themselves. In permitting the city’s inhabitants to exorcise the 
myth of the Republic’s long-term decadence (something that was assisted by the defence of 
Venice in 1848–9, an episode that was itself immediately recounted in numerous histories46), 
Venetians were able both proudly  to celebrate their own venezianità, and to assume a place 
within the new patriotic rhetoric of Risorgimento and liberal Italy. The rôle played by historians 
in this process should never be underestimated. Educated Venetians were fully conscious of the 
importance of their historians. Romanin numbers among the few names of those added to the so-
called Panteon Veneto (a collection of sculptures of famous Venetians first instituted in 1847 at 
the time of the Scientific Congress) after unification, his effigy erected in 1896. Significantly 
44 Heinrich von Kretschmayr, Geschichte von Venedig (Gotha: Perthes, 1905, 1920; Stuttgart: Perthes 1934).
45 See, for example, Daniela Rando’s remarks on the reception of Kretschmayr’s labours. “Mediävitische Venedig-
Forschung 1850–1950. Ein erster Überblick zu Themen und Problemen” in Michael Borgolte (ed.), Das europäische 
Mittelalter im Spannungsgeben des Vergleichs (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2001), 171-184, 173 & 184.  German 
reviewers were,  for example, highly critical of the English historian Hodgson for his disregard for German 
secondary literature. Emil Daniels, “Der Staat von Venedig in seiner älteren Zeit”, Preußische Jahrbücher, 123 
(1906), 1–48.
46  See,  for example, Francesco Cusani, Venezia e le città venete nella primavera del 1848. Narrazioni e riflessi 
(Milan: Pirotta, 1848); Francesco Garrano, Della difesa di Venezia negli anni 1848–49 (Genoa: Moretti, 1850) 
Celestino Bianchi, Venezia e i suoi difensori (Milan: Barbini, 1863). Praise extended beyond Italy, manifest in, for 
example, a French biography, Henri Martin, Daniel Manin (Paris: Furne, 1859). Even works of fiction addressed the 
heroic defence of Venice: see, for example, Luigi Gualtieri, Daniele Manin ossia Venezia nel 1848. Dramma storico 
in tre atti (Milan: Sanvito, 1862). Not all histories were entirely positive, see for example the critical history of the 
revolution by Nicolò Foramiti: Storia dell’assedio di Venezia, 1848–1849 (Venice: Fontana,  1850) and id.,  Fatti di 
Venezia degli anni 1848–1849 descritti con imparzialità (Venice: G. Cecchini, 1850). Even Foramiti’s hostile works 
recognised the bravery of the Venetian resistance.
Romanin’s statue was erected two years before that  of Daniele Manin. The long dead hero of the 
’quarantotto, and driving force in the foundation of the Società Nazionale Italiana had to wait 
another two years before he was memorialised among the great and the good; it was the archival 
historian who merited inclusion first.47
Conclusion
The response to the publication of major historical texts was essential for the refashioning of 
Venetian identities after 1815. Key texts marked parameters, and defined areas of debate for 
scholars; they also provided material that could be used, plundered, and, indeed, challenged and 
rejected by historians seeking a more popular market. This quickened the rhythm of publication. 
The importance of Romanin was not that his work was widely read: few historians have 
probably  ever struggled through all ten volumes of the Storia documentata, and even fewer 
general readers would have confronted the task. But the positive critical response to Romanin’s 
archivally-rooted work enabled mediated versions of his views on Venice’s past to percolate into 
the mainstream, into popular works of history, works of fiction, guide books, and studies in 
cognate disciplines. Romanin’s archival scholarship thus permitted the much swifter and more 
regular publication of historical texts, even by those historians who never entered the Frari’s 
reading room. As one reviewer observed of William Carew Hazlitt – the grandson of the essayist 
and critic – who between 1858 and 1900 thrice rewrote and expanded his history of Venice,48 it 
was works like that of Romanin that provided the foundations on which others could build: 
‘Over and above these enormous stacks of paper, we can see rising an ornamental fretwork, 
47 For a full account of the memorialisation of Manin and of the Venetian pantheon, see Laura Anne Parker, Public 
commemorations and collective memory in Venice, 1815–1915, unpublished University of Manchester PhD thesis 
(2011).
48  William Carew Hazlitt published his earliest work on Venice, The History of the Origin and Rise of Venice 
(London: J.R. Smith, 1858; 2 vols) when he was a mere twenty-four years of age. He spent much of his life revising 
and expanding this work,  first as History of the Venetian Republic: her Rise, her Greatness,  her Civilisation 
(London: Smith, Edler & Co, 1860; 4 vols), and then as The Venetian Republic: its rise, its growth and its fall AD 
409-1797 (London: A. & C. Black, 1900).
signed by Ruskin, Fergusson, Howells, H.F. Brown, Addington Symonds – to mention no others 
[...]’49 
 Thus two comprehensive multi-volume histories of the Serenissima can be seen as 
marking the beginning of new spates of production on Venetian history. The rejection of Daru’s 
Histoire de Venise – its fame and numerous editions notwithstanding – was in large part 
determined by an increasing rejection not just of the Frenchman’s alleged caricatures of the 
Venetian Republic, but also of his historical method. This process cannot, of course, be attributed 
to Romanin alone: as I have already shown, it  began soon after Daru published his Histoire, and 
intensified with Agostino Sagredo’s essay in Venezia e le sue lagune on the eve of the 1848 
revolution. But in Romanin it reached its apogee. Romanin’s drier and more scholarly 
publication quite simply  permitted the emergence of a new historiography of Venice (a process 
that was linked to the process of Italian unification). Romanin’s work in the archives accelerated 
the legitimisation of the Venetian state in a way that ultimately became largely autonomous of 
the Storia documentata. This was largely because scholars, standing on Romanin’s broad 
shoulders, began to identify and refine more precise sub fields of Venetian history, which rapidly 
evolved their own historiographies. As part of this process, Romanin’s imitators became 
authorities in their own right. Yet the gradual erosion of Romanin’s significance can also be seen 
as the consequence of the fact that a growing interest in Venice – of which the great Triestine 
historian’s work was both stimulus and symptom – permitted the emergence of a new genre of 
popular histories and vulgarisations, which detached ideas about venezianità once again from 
archival scholarship and diligent labours in the Frari. 
 Paradoxically, – notwithstanding the popularisers – the general growth of archival 
research made the authorities in later nineteenth-century  Italy extremely  aware of the dangers of 
history. This is precisely why the Italian state after unification closed archival material from the 
post-Napoleonic period. After Venice was united with the rest of the peninsula in 1866, the new 
state demanded Habsburg administrative files as part of the peace treaty, precisely to ensure that 
they  could not be studied and reveal the virtues of Austrian rule. It might be noted that Daniele 
49  Hazlitt,  The Venetian Republic (1900), vol. i, 369 identified James Fergusson and Ruskin as the ‘two accepted 
authorities on Venetian architecture’. William Dean Howells, novelist and American consul in Venice during the 
1860s, was author of Venetian Life (London: Bungay, 1866), a sensitive and informed discussion of the city’s history 
and current state.  Addington Symonds was a poet, critic and historian of renaissance Italy, long a guest of Horatio 
Brown. See review by William Barry, entitled “Venetian History and Manners”,  The Bookman,  20:117 (June 1901), 
90-91.
Manin’s attempts to besmirch Austrian rule in the Carte segrete ed atti ufficiali della polizia 
austriaca in Italia dal 4 giugno 1814 al 2 marzo 1848 (3 vols, Capolago: Tipografia Elvetica, 
1851–20) effectively misfired: only  through the addition of an unconvincing and heavily leading 
gloss could they be used to indicate that the Austrian government was anything but efficient, 
consistent, and fair. Of course, not everything was given back after 1866, which explains why 
some decent archival work could still be done on Autrian rule: Augusto Sandonà’s 1912 study of 
the Regno Lombardo-Veneto exploited sources in the archives of the supposedly tyrannical 
Habsburgs; but Sandonà was unable to make use of the thousands of files deliberately left  to rot 
in liberal Venice, or kept from prying eyes in Milan.50 Only in 1918 was everything pertaining to 
Venice secured. The nineteenth-century  documents were quite consciously left  uncatalogued 
when the Fascists opened up the archives that  the liberal régime had kept away  from scholars. 
Even in the later twentieth century and the early twenty-first, much of the nineteenth-century 
material in the Venetian state archives remains in a disastrous state, covered in thick dust, and 
with few attempts to provide a systematic inventory. This is perhaps why Giolitti’s ‘beautiful 
myths’ of the Risorgimento still remain so strong.
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50  Augusto Sandonà, Il Regno Lombardo-Veneto 1814-1859, la costituzione e l’amministrazione (Milan: L.F. 
Cogliati, 1912).
